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Abstract 
It is often asked what it takes to be an entrepreneur or self-employed. However, less attention is given to the actual image of self-
employed. A positive or negative image may contribute to what extent people associate themselves to self-employment. The goal 
of this paper is to determine the mirror image of Dutch speaking self-employed in Belgium. The image is expressed as 
personality traits from the Big Five personality trait framework. A quantitative online survey utilizing a five point Likert scale 
was applied as a methodology to gather the required ratings on various lower-level personality traits. In total 775 Dutch speaking 
self-employed business owners in Belgium filled out the questionnaire. This data was collected through the Socratos survey 
system from iVox utilizing the member database of Zenito, a Belgian non-profit service organization aimed at self-employed 
business owners. The ratings for each personality trait were expressed as a weighted arithmetic mean and expressed as their 
distance to the mean to determine a positive or negative tendency to the respective trait. These were then attributed to their 
respective dimension of the Big Five personality trait framework and averaged out to determine which higher-level trait was the 
most dominant. The main findings of the paper indicate that self-employed assume to be seen as conscientious (distance to the 
mean 0.55); however, assume not to be seen as agreeable (distance to the mean – 0.24). 
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1. Introduction 
According to Verheugen (2006), former European Commissioner for Enterprise and Industry, SMEs are the 
engine of Europe’s economy. This is no different in Belgium. According to Vanleenhove (2012), press officer of 
UNIZO, Belgium’s largest professional association of entrepreneurs, SMEs and liberal professions, which represents 
80,000 Belgian self-employed business owners, SMEs withstood the effects of the financial crisis more effectively 
than large enterprises in terms of job creation. Enterprises with less than 50 employees created 2,059 new jobs 
during the period of 2008–2009 despite the crisis. During the same period large enterprises accounted for the loss of 
21,909 jobs. This resulted in a total net amount of jobs (combining large enterprises and SMEs) of −19,850 jobs for 
the period 2008–2009.  
On the flip side of the coin the amount of bankruptcies of enterprises in Belgium is ever on the rise. UNIZO 
(2012) states that the Belgian Law Gazette published 10,492 bankruptcies for 2012, a new record and an increase of 
3.6 % compared to the 10,126 bankruptcies in 2011. On top of that the amount of start-ups is on the wane, 2012 
accounted for the creation of 72,643 new enterprises, a decrease of 2.33% compared to the previous year. It is clear 
that the creation of SMEs represents an opportunity for Belgium’s economy yet a fragile one. 
1.1. Determining the image of self-employed 
It is often asked what it takes to be an entrepreneur or self-employed. Resarch by Caliendo, Fossen and Kritikos 
(2011) shows that entrepreneurial development is influenced by the personality traits openness to experience and 
extraversion. However, less attention is given to the actual image of self-employed. Image is defined by the 
American Marketing Association (2014) as the consumer perception of a product, institution, brand, business, or 
person that may or may not correspond with “reality” or “actuality”. Image is often used in terms of brands. Keller 
(2008) defines brand image as perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand associations held in consumer 
memory. Keller also states that people can just as well have a brand image that is understood and liked or disliked 
by others which affects the manner in which people treat you and interpret your words, actions and deeds. A positive 
or negative image may contribute to what extent people associate themselves to self-employment.  
This paper provides a representative baseline for the image of self-employed, stepping away from any 
presuppositions. It has the specific goal to determine the mirror image of self-employed in Belgium, in other words: 
how self-employed think the population sees them. This provides a basis for comparison for future studies aimed at 
determining the real image and the desired image of self-employed. 
Specifically the paper aims to define the image of self-employed in terms of personality traits. Allport (1937, 
p. 295) described a trait as ‘a generalized and focalized neuropsychic system (peculiar to the individual), with the 
capacity to render many stimuli functionally equivalent, and to initiate and guide consistent (equivalent) forms of 
adaptive and expressive behavior’. Yet such traits are very diverse. Allport and Odbert (1936) performed an 
exhaustive search for all “trait names” in a standard English dictionary, comprising some 18,000 terms altogether. It 
is clear that considering all these terms would be too complex to describe the personality of self-employed. 
1.2. The Big 5 personality traits 
Personality traits and their categorization have been studied thoroughly for decades. According to Tupes and 
Christal (1958) ‘five clearly defined personality factors were found in each analysis which remained relatively 
invariant through all analyses. The factors were identified as Surgency, Agreeableness, Dependability, Emotional 
Stability, and Culture. It was concluded that the factor structure of personality trait ratings is sufficiently invariant 
that such trait ratings may be regarded as adequate criteria for the study of personality differences and test 
purposes.’ Though Tupes and Cristal (1958, p. 4) stated that they ‘are not ready yet to suggest that these five factors 
are the primary personality factors and certainly they are not the only ones’ it is interesting to note that according to 
Boyle (2008) and various other researchers that the similarity in the findings points at the existence of 5 general, 
non-overlapping dimensions, which define the dimensions of personality now widely accepted as the “Big 5 
personality traits”. Tab. 1 summarizes the alignment among three of the main five factor models. 
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Table 1. Alignment among five factor models 
16PF (Catell) NEO-PI-R Big Five (Goldberg) 
Extraversion/Introversion 
Low Anxiety/High Anxiety 
Tough-Mindedness/Receptivity 
Independence/Accommodation 
Self-Control/Lack of Restraint 
Extraversion 
Neuroticism 
Openness 
Agreeableness 
Conscientiousness 
Surgency 
Emotional stability 
Intellect or culture 
Agreeableness 
Conscientiousness or dependability 
Source: Boyle, The Sage Handbook of Personality Theory and Assessment, 2008, p. 303. 
 
These 5 dimensions have a high and broad general significance level. However due to their rather abstract nature 
it is clear that their meaning in colloquial language is less significant. It is therefore necessary to break down the 5 
dimensions into lower-level personality traits. 
 
1.3. Defining lower-level personality traits 
 
The higher-level personality traits as defined by Tupes and Christal (1958) can be broken down into 
subcategories. Norman (1963) defined lower-level traits as indicated in Tab. 2 where each subcategory is expressed 
as two poles opposite to each other. 
Table 2. Personality traits according to Norman 
Factor name Pole A Pole B 
Extroversion or Surgency Talkative Silent 
Frank  Open-Secretive 
Adventurous Cautious 
Sociable Reclusive 
Agreeableness Good-natured Irritable 
Not Jealous Jealous 
Mild, Gentle Headstrong 
Cooperative Negativistic 
Conscientiousness Fussy, Tidy Careless 
Responsible Undependable 
Scrupulous Unscrupulous 
Persevering Quitting, Fickle 
Emotional Stability Poised Nervous, Tense 
Calm Anxious 
Composed Excitable 
Not Hypochondriacal Hypochondriacal 
Culture Artistically Sensitive Artistically Insensitive 
Intellectual Unreflective, Narrow 
Polished, Refined Crude, Boorish 
Imaginative Simple, Direct 
Source: Norman, Towards an adequate taxonomy of personality attributes: replicated factor structure in peer nomination ratings, 1963, p. 
577. 
 
One may ask if these personality traits can be applied across languages: an adjective in one language may carry a 
different meaning in another. This is of particular importance to this study as it focuses on Dutch speaking self-
employed in Belgium. It is necessary to adopt a model, which takes into account the peculiarity of the Dutch 
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language. We therefore apply in this research only Dutch personality traits resulting from the findings by De Raad 
(2006) as presented in Tab. 3. 
Table 3. Personality traits according to De Raad 
Factor name Pole A Pole B 
Extraversie Spontaan Gesloten 
Lawaaierig  Gereserveerd 
Spraakzaam Individualistisch 
Vriendelijkheid Hartelijk Bazig 
Mild Dominant 
Tolerant Veeleisend 
Zorgvuldigheid IJverig Ongedisciplineerd 
Voorzichtig Gemakzuchtig 
Plichtsgetrouw Chaotisch 
Emotionele Stabiliteit Zeker Teder 
Beheerst Lichtgeraakt 
Gevoelloos Paniekerig  
Intellectuele autonomie Origineel Behoudend 
Onafhankelijk Volgzaam 
Rebels Onkritisch  
Source: De Raad, De Big 5 Persoonlijkheidsfactoren, een methode voor het beschrijven van persoonlijkheidsfactoren, 2006, p. x. 
 
These personality traits are most certainly not the only ones in existence. De Raad (2006, p. x) states ‘The words 
in this scheme are probably not sufficient to express all kinds of nuances. For a more nuanced image one can apply a 
more complete register of expressions.’ However, as there are thousands of such expressions it would render their 
application in the present study unrealistic. The research is, therefore, limited to the 30 aforementioned traits. It is 
important to note that De Raad’s research redefined the higher-lever trait “culture” as “intellectual autonomy”. 
2. Materials and methods 
After analysis of available secondary data from research regarding personality traits and self-employment, a 
quantitative research was conducted. The goal of the research was to find which ratings are more outspoken on 
representative scales determining the aforementioned personality factors as an expression of the mirror image of 
self-employed. The respondents were asked to what extent they assume the population associates a certain 
personality trait with self-employed. The respondents were asked to give a rating on 30 lower-level personality traits 
as described in Tab. III. Each trait was evaluated in a consecution of 30 statements. In order to reduce the effect of 
serial response sets, the position of each personality trait in the consecution of statements was randomly determined. 
In order to discern differences in ratings among the scales, it was necessary for respondents not to feel forced to 
make an absolute judgment about a trait by fully agreeing or disagreeing with a statement. Additionally the research 
had to account for respondents not being able or not willing to give a response to one or more of the statements. In 
order to comply with the two aforementioned methodological requirements a 5-point Likert rating scale was applied.  
The scales of each higher-level personality trait were made up from 3 positively oriented and 3 negatively 
oriented lower-level personality traits. The total score for each lower-level personality trait was expressed as a 
weighted arithmetic mean. These results were then expressed as their distance to the mean. 
Finally the distances to the mean for each lower-level personality trait were averaged per higher-level personality 
trait to determine the relative positive or negative tendencies towards each factor of the Big 5 model. In order to do 
so the distances to the mean of the negatively oriented lower-level personality traits were inverted.  
The data was collected via a questionnaire survey. The data collection was conducted in December 2013 via an 
online questionnaire using Socratos, an enterprise application service developed by iVOX, a market research 
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facilitator specialized in both online and offline fieldwork. Finally the data was exported and synthesized in MS 
Excel. 
2.1. Sample characteristics 
The survey was sent to 42,335 self-employed business owners active in various business sectors. In total 775 
respondents completed the questionnaire in 2013. The respondents had to comply with the following criteria:  
x Registered in the Kruispuntbank van Ondernemingen (KBO), a Belgian national database containing all the 
registration numbers of self-employed in Belgium. 
x Dutch as primary language.  
x Age equal to or older than 18 (a criterion automatically met when complying with the first criterion).  
3. Results 
Tab. 4 presents the results from the online survey. The positively and negatively oriented lower-level traits are 
respectively indicated by (+) and (−) next to the trait names in the second column. Each factor of the Big 5 model 
will now be discussed. 
Table 4. Results survey 
  Dutch denomination 
English 
denomination 
Very 
weak Weak Neutral Strong 
Very 
strong 
Weighted 
arithmetic 
mean 
Distance 
to mean 
Extroversion  1 2 3 4 5   
Scale 1 Spontaan (+) Spontaneous 8 89 196 453 29 3.52 0.52 
Scale 2 Lawaaierig (+) Loud 29 156 398 176 16 2.99 −0.01 
Scale 3 Spraakzaam (+) Talkative 6 39 113 475 142 3.91 0.91 
Scale 4 Gesloten (−) Reticent 43 267 308 148 9 2.76 −0.24 
Scale 5 Gereserveerd (−) Reserved 30 206 269 248 22 3.03 0.03 
Scale 6 Individualistisch (−) Individualistic 5 57 142 458 113 3.80 0.80 
Agreeableness  1 2 3 4 5   
Scale 1 Hartelijk (+) Hearty 6 83 237 413 36 3.50 0.50 
Scale 2 Mild (+) Mild 40 285 310 128 12 2.73 −0.27 
Scale 3 Tolerant (+) Tolerant 23 185 273 254 40 3.13 0.13 
Scale 4 Bazig (−) Bossy 10 70 199 412 84 3.63 0.63 
Scale 5 Dominant (−) Dominant 10 65 212 431 57 3.59 0.59 
Scale 6 Veeleisend (−) Demanding 14 73 193 433 62 3.59 0.59 
Conscientiousness  1 2 3 4 5   
Scale 1 Ijverig (+) Diligent 6 45 103 432 189 3.97 0.97 
Scale 2 Voorzichtig (+) Cautious 14 163 243 308 47 3.27 0.27 
Scale 3 Plichtsgetrouw (+) Dutiful 17 110 147 419 82 3.57 0.57 
Scale 4 Ongedisciplineerd (−) Undisciplined 50 450 173 94 8 2.43 −0.57 
Scale 5 Gemakzuchtig (−) Lazy 148 307 148 148 24 2.47 −0.53 
Scale 6 Chaotisch (−) Chaotic 64 307 292 103 9 2.59 −0.41 
Emotional Stability  1 2 3 4 5   
Scale 1 Zeker (+) Certain 12 64 107 479 113 3.80 0.80 
Scale 2 Beheerst (+) Controlled  4 69 215 455 32 3.57 0.57 
Scale 3 Gevoelloos (+) Insensitive 34 191 352 186 12 2.94 −0.06 
Scale 4 Teder (−) Tender 45 186 468 72 4 2.75 −0.25 
Scale 5 Lichtgeraakt (−) Touchy 35 139 254 301 46 3.24 0.24 
Scale 6 Paniekerig (−) Panicky 47 322 277 116 13 2.65 −0.35 
Intellectual Autonomy  1 2 3 4 5   
Scale 1 Origineel (+) Original 10 69 268 397 31 3.48 0.48 
Scale 2 Onafhankelijk (+) Independent  13 46 82 473 161 3.93 0.93 
Scale 3 Rebels (+) Rebellious 70 161 277 242 25 2.99 −0.01 
Scale 4 Behoudend (−) Conservative 9 101 279 350 36 3.39 0.39 
Scale 5 Volgzaam (−) Obedient 54 406 229 78 8 2.46 −0.54 
Scale 6 Onkritisch (−) Uncritical 100 510 114 47 4 2.15 −0.85 
Source: author’s research, 2013, n = 775 
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What follows is a visual representation of the extent to which the lower-level personality traits contribute to the 
higher-level personality trait. In order to do this, the distances to the mean of the negatively oriented personality 
traits were inverted.  
Fig. 1 summarizes the results for the trait extroversion. In general the scores show a positive tendency towards 
this personality factor. This means that self-employed assume they are seen as, among other features, as energetic, 
positive and assertive. We should note however that the results are strongly offset by score for the trait 
‘individualistisch’ (individualistic). 
 
Fig. 1. Extroversion 
Source: author’s research, 2013, n = 775 
Fig. 2 summarizes the results for the trait agreeableness. In general the scores show a negative tendency towards 
this personality factor. This means that self-employed don’t assume they are seen as, among other features, as 
compassionate, cooperative and well tempered. We should note however that the results are offset by score for the 
trait ‘hartelijk’ (hearty). 
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Fig. 2. Agreeableness 
Source: author’s research, 2013, n = 775 
Fig. 3 summarizes the results for the trait conscientiousness. In general the scores show a positive tendency 
towards this personality factor. This means that self-employed assume they are seen as, among other features, as 
self-disciplined, planned and dependable. 
 
Fig. 3. Conscientiousness 
Source: author’s research, 2013, n = 775 
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Fig. 4 summarizes the results for the trait emotional stability. In general the scores show a positive tendency 
towards this personality factor. This means that self-employed assume they are seen as being able to cope with 
unpleasant emotions, among other, as anxiety, anger and vulnerability. 
 
Fig. 4. Emotional stability 
Source: author’s research, 2013, n = 775 
 
Fig. 5. Intellectual autonomy  
Source: author’s research, 2013, n = 775 
Fig. 5 summarizes the results for the trait intellectual autonomy. In general the scores show a positive tendency 
towards this personality factor. This means that self-employed assume they are seen as, among other features, as 
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artistic, curious and adventurous. We should note however that the results are offset by score for the trait 
‘behoudend’ (conservative). 
Finally we discuss the relative positive or negative tendencies towards each factor of the Big 5 model. These 
results are shown in Fig. 6. We can conclude that the mirror-image of the Dutch speaking self-employed in Belgium 
shows the strongest positive tendency towards the factors conscientiousness followed by intellectual autonomy, 
emotional stability and extroversion yet shows a negative tendency towards the factor agreeableness. 
 
Fig. 6. Tendencies towards the Big 5 personality traits 
Source: author’s research, 2013, n = 775 
4. Discussion 
The respondents assume that the population rather sees self-employed as extroverted, conscientious, emotionally 
stable and intellectually autonomous. On the other side the respondents assume that the population doesn’t see the 
self-employed as agreeable. We should note, however, that the respondents rarely gave extreme scores to each 
personality trait, both positively as negatively oriented. The high rating for the trait conscientiousness is in line with 
the research of Beugelsdijk and Noorderhaven (2005) which indicates that individual responsibility and effort are 
distinguishing characteristics as well as the importance of an ethic of working hard to be taught to children.  
It would also be relevant to include French speaking self-employed in Belgium to make conclusions for the 
entire Belgian territory or even to conduct cross-border studies to determine discrepancies and parities among 
nations. Finally, it would be interesting to repeat this research using different representative lower-lever personality 
traits to see if similar positive and negative tendencies to the Big 5 factors appear as well as their relative strength. 
5. Conclusion 
This paper offers a baseline determining the mirror-image of Dutch speaking self-employed in Belgium 
expressed as the Big 5 personality traits. Future research should firstly be aimed at determining the real image of 
self-employed. Comparing the mirror-image and the real image might reveal either a discrepancy or parity in 
opinions between self-employed and populations about the actual image. Governmental instances and other 
stakeholders could use these results to promote the image of self-employed as it is today and/or demining 
misunderstandings, which may exist. Secondly research should be aimed at determining the desired image of self-
employed. Comparing the desired image and the real image might give a degree of desirability and feasibility to 
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reposition the image of self-employed in the minds of the population and on which personality traits should be 
focused. 
6. Summary 
This paper determines the mirror-image of Dutch speaking self-employed in Belgium using the Big 5 personality 
trait framework. The results were obtained through a quantitative online survey, which asked respondents to give a 
rating on 30 personality traits using a Likert scale. In total, 775 respondents successfully completed the survey. The 
results indicate that the self-employed assume the population rather sees them as extroverted, conscientious, 
emotionally stable and intellectually autonomous. On the other side the respondents assume that the population 
doesn’t see the self-employed as agreeable. Future research should be aimed at determining the real image and the 
desired image of self-employed for the purpose of promoting and, if desirable, repositioning self-employment in 
Belgium and abroad. 
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